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preferences running to old oak trees and meadow-larks, while 1
favoured craggy mountains, deserts and salt water. Having failed
to run across this combination of attractions in an area small
enough to come within our means, we marked time until an
acceptable substitute was sold to us, almost before we knew it.
On our way back to Alaska from New York late one November
we stopped overnight in southern California with some former
Alaskans. Next morning our friends insisted on showing us the
town, as do all southern Californians, a surprising number of
whom are subtle propagandists dabbling in real estate. After
driving around awhile we stopped before an old adobe house
seemingly about ready to fall apart. My friend just happened to
remember it was for sale.
"Wouldn't you like to see the biggest oak tree in town?" he
asked my wife, quite casually.
"Let's make it snappy/5 said I, reminding her of a dinner
engagement nearly three hundred miles farther north.
It was then ten o'clock on Saturday morning, usually considered
a safe day and hour to be out riding with a California booster.
But before noon, when all business offices and banks close, we
had walked through the house and grounds, found the owner,
verified the title, hastily computed our ready cash, bought the
place, and were on our way north.
That evening in Burlingame our friends wanted to know about
the new ranchito. How large was it? We didn't know, but imagined
there were about two acres. How many rooms? My wife thought
there were six or seven, maybe eight. Where was it? Well, you
passed the Old Mission, then turned right, or was it left? Anyway,
it wasn*t very far out, and we recalled a big stone fireplace, a lot
of oak trees and a fractional view of some craggy mountains.
Owning a home in California, though the cost of restoring it
added up to more than the original purchase price, tended to
alienate our interest in Alaska and to remind us of what we had
steadily refused to acknowledge, even to ourselves: we were
getting along in years. What were we going to do with those
remaining to us? The north was still a land of opportunity, but
how much more of it did we want? Or need?
Youngsters whom I had brought into the world, and attended
through infancy and adolescence, were being graduated trom
high schools, returning from universities, engaging me 4o attend
the births of their own babies. Men of my age were already